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Participants 

Howard and Sue Bayliss 
Desmond and Deborah Cassidi 
Tim and Cheryl Hunt 
Gill Page 

Julia Maynard 
Pat Boon 
Brenda Motley 
Maria-José Friedlander 

Leaders 
Pau Lucio and Chris Durdin 

 

Report and lists by Chris Durdin 

Names of places in this report are generally in Castilian Spanish:  
there are also local spellings such as Calpe = Calp. 

Photos by Chris Durdin unless noted otherwise. Other photos by Cheryl and Tim Hunt (CH, TH), 
all taken on the holiday.  

Cover, top row: giant orchid (TH) and tolpis. 

Middle row: Audouinôs gulls in Gandía harbour. 

Bottom, mirror orchid, flying flamingo (CH) and winter lake at Albacete. 

 

 
Above: the group. 

We stayed at Hotel Font Salada www.fontsalada.com, below. 
 

 
 

This holiday, as for every Honeyguide holiday, also puts something into conservation in our host country by 
way of a contribution to the wildlife that we enjoyed. The conservation contribution of £40 per person was 
supplemented by Gift Aid and we were able to give ú690 (£550) to the Grupo de Anillamiento Pit-Roig (pit-roig 
is the robin in the local language) which runs bird ringing stations in Valencia. We met the group at Pego 
Marsh ï see account on page 7. 
 
As at early March 2016, the total for all conservation contributions through Honeyguide since 1991 was 
£104,288. 

http://www.fontsalada.com/
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DAILY DIARY 
 
Thursday 25 February ï to Valencia, paddyfields and coastal dunes 

Gatwick South seems to have forgotten itôs an airport terminal and thinks itôs a shopping mall, but everyone 
seemed to navigate their way through to the departure gate, assisted or otherwise. The plane took off fairly 
promptly and it was a routine flight to the warm but windy Valencia airport. Pau was there to greet us, the 
Europcar paperwork was not too onerous and we walked across the road to find the minibuses in the car park. 
 
Our first stop was only 20 minutes or so away, taking advantage of the huge area of paddy fields at Catorroja. 
The end of February was the ideal time to visit: the hunting season was over, during which water is retained, 
and the fields were in the process of being dried out to create smooth soil into which rice will be planted in 
May. This meant some dry areas but many very wet lagoons in which large numbers of birds were 
concentrated. Beyond a bank there were many greater flamingos in a lagoon. The first muddy areas had a 
good sprinkling of white wagtails and the odd meadow pipit, but eyes were inevitably drawn to quartering 
marsh harriers and especially numerous egrets. The first group were all little egrets; soon there were a few 
then many more great white egrets. Elsewhere, mostly a little later, there were concentrations of cattle egrets. 
Several times big groups of glossy ibises rose into the air, usually mixed in with egrets. On one occasion, a 
flock that must have been 500 ibises came past; a sight as spectacular as Iôve seen on any Mediterranean 
wetland. Scores of wintering crag martins flew lazily past, with two or three early house martins mixed in. 
There was a distant white stork and vegetated areas, a mix of giant reed, reed and scrub, held chiffchaffs, 
rather subdued Cettiôs warblers and quite a few fan-tailed warblers, which zitted half-heartedly. 
 
Lunch was in the óprimitivaô restaurant in the harbour area, quiet at first but soon filling with locals. The food 
took some time to arrive, which I found a little trying as it was a warm day when being out was a draw, but 
then this is typical for a Spanish lunch and group members were quick to relax with a fine local white wine, 
starters of a local fish and eels then, eventually, an excellent óarròs a bandaô, like a paella. 
 
Outside there were red admiral and speckled wood butterflies, and a little grebe called. Not far down the road 
we stopped by the road to watch night herons on their day roost, perhaps 20 or so half-hidden in the Aleppo 
pines by a housing estate, though Pau says there are actually some 200 there. I was pleased at the interest in 
a small bush of large yellow restharrow, which many touched to feel its stickiness.  
 

   
 

We took a walk on a wide, metalled path through the sand dune nature reserve of El Saler. Two of Pauôs 
friends were there and kindly guarded the minibuses and luggage. The area is a conservation success story 
as it was threatened by a huge housing development by a large, landscaped lake. The main development was 
resisted, the dunes then restored but the lake was kept, which helped us add Sandwich tern and Audouinôs 
gull to our tally. There was a good view of a black redstart and a fleeting one of Sardinian warbler, several 
painted lady butterflies and some interesting plants, such as false olive and joint-pine. The perfect late 
afternoon warmth and light probably kept us lingering there longer than we should have. 
 
There was a back road through more paddyfields, with a purple swamphen at one point, many more egrets 
and herons and booted eagle from the minibus. 
 
About an hour and quarter later we were beyond Oliva, and at a second attempt found the turn to Font Salada 
Hotel in among orange groves, arriving as it was getting dark. With rooms and key cards eventually sorted it 
was time for our evening meal and bed after a long day. 
 

Watching night herons. The quay by the restaurant. 
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Friday 26 February ï micro-reserves for flora and Monduver mountain 

An 8:30 breakfast and we were away just after 9:30. Not far from base we stopped to look for orchids ï in all 
cases Ophrys species (the bee orchid group). The warm, dry winter meant the season was well advanced but 
the specimens were small and perhaps affected by more recent cold weather, suggested Pau. The first was a 
rather sad-looking sawfly orchid. Crossing the road there were several sombre bee orchids Ophrys fusca, 
mostly past their best, but also one with a clear yellow edge to the lip, the very local Ophrys lucentina

1
. It was 

Tim who was alert to the fourth species, a mirror orchid. Two other local specialities were a thyme Thymus 
piperella with a glorious, strong scent, though not in flower, and a rockrose, Helianthemum marifolium. The 
adjacent visitor centre had a visiting party of school children, a fine male black redstart on the roof and 
excellent loos. 

 

We drove part-way up Monduver mountain to a point where Pau had last night left his car to ferry us up the 
final steep and narrow stretch. As the advance guard got out, the hoped for alpine accentor flew from one of 
the radio mastôs buildings, with a second bird, and disappeared out of view. With all 13 of us now on the 
mountain top we searched without luck for the wintering party of accentors, very recently numbering eight 
birds, though we did see some gorgeous little daffodils, identified as Narcissus dubius after later study ï this 
species isnôt in the Mediterranean floras. The first car load descended and I went to find Pauôs rucksack, left 
around the back of the mountain-top, where Maria-José was watching all eight accentors that had recently 
flown in. I fetched Julia and Gill to see them, which may have pushed the birds back towards where Tim, 
Cheryl and Brenda were waiting. Cheryl took photos that even showed a ring on one accentor, put on by 
Pauôs ringing group here on the wintering grounds, and zooming in later revealed it said A05. There still hasnôt 
been a ringing recovery to indicate where the accentors breed ï perhaps the Pyrenees. A couple of choughs 
came over and, once we were all assembled down the hill, a griffon vulture made a brief appearance, unusual 
here. 
 

We had lunch on picnic tables by an old snow well, indicating colder weather two centuries ago when snow 
was packed under straw for sale in the following weeks. A grove of grafted orange trees proved productive for 
small birds including short-toed treecreeper, robin and chiffchaff, with serins twittering around us almost 
constantly. We then drove on for coffee in a nice bar, outside of which from one window was a foxglove tree 
and from another Sue found a female blackcap. 

                                                           
1
 Ophrys lucentina (this is the name given in the orchid óbibleô by Delforge, which notes that the name is from Alicante, 

ancient Lucentum of the Romans) is also known as Ophrys dianica. Itôs one of a group of Ophrys orchids midway in 
appearance between sombre bee orchids Ophrys fusca and yellow bee orchid Ophrys lutea. 

Three flowers from the area that arenôt in the usual field guides:  
Narcissus dubius on Monduver mountain; Ophrys lucentina and Silene diclinis. 

Snow well and picnic spot. 
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We moved on a short distance to a walk at Barranc de Manesa, mostly a botanical walk on a woodland path 
with finds including beautiful flax and friarôs cowl, though with time against us we didnôt make it to the cork 
oaks. A further drive took us to an open maritime pine forest under which was one of Europeôs scarcest plants, 
the pink Silene diclinis. A crested tit called and perched for a short time on a pine-top. 
 
The return journey included calling in at a shop that was something like a cross between a food store, general 
store and hardware shop, offering everything from footwear to pest control. The goatsô cheese was perhaps a 
better find than the tasting on offer of some rather ordinary local wines. Driving back through Oliva at dusk, the 
first bats were out and there was an extraordinarily loud chorus of house sparrows preparing to go to roost in 
the townôs trees.  
 
We caught up with bird checklists before dinner, the serving of which was helped by having chosen starters 
and main course at breakfast-time. 
 
Saturday 27 February ï El Fondo Natural Park and Salinas de Santa Pola 

We had an earlier breakfast at 7:45 and were away sharp at 8:30 because of the long drive south and early 
closing on part of the nature reserve. An hour and half later, mostly on motorway, and we were in the right 
area. After diving into a bar for a quick loo stop and an almost as quick coffee for some, we then drove 
through the Natural Parkôs north gate. A black stork flew through. In the air not only were there crag and 
house martins but also several red-rumped swallows, which we watched as we moved along the path into the 
marsh to a viewing platform. There was a brisk wind as we scanned the lake, where there were numerous 
shovelers and marsh harriers over reedbeds. A flock of lapwings took flight from time to time, some 10 black-
winged stilts were grouped together and there was a fly-past of some black-tailed godwits. 
 
ñWhatôs that large dark lump?ò wondered Cheryl. The lump was no less than a greater spotted eagle

2
, one of 

a handful wintering in Spain in recent years: tracking has revealed that one, at least, comes from Estonia. The 
eagle was mobbed half-heartedly by a harrier without effect: it continued to sit out in the open all the time we 
were there, so everyone had a chance to see it through telescopes. Right place, right time, certainly, but the 
odds were against just turning up and seeing it, so a great stroke of luck. We exited the north gate at 11:45 
and it was locked behind us.  
 
We moved on within the Natural Park to another viewing platform over a smaller reedbed lagoon and we were 
blessed by 10 close white-headed ducks. So for a second time we had turned up and there was the 
celebrated rarity: this globally-threatened species is now showing a marked upturn in numbers and spread in 
range within Spain. 
 

A third stop took us along a mixture of boardwalk and muddy paths. Looking up a reedy ditch at the walkôs 
start there was immediately a black-necked grebe and another white-headed duck. Then on a small, sheltered 
mere there were 15 black-necked grebes, mixed in with a few dabchicks, all remarkably close. The path 
deteriorated as we moved towards the hide, so some stayed back: those who went ahead enjoyed a 
bluethroat on the track, nipping in and out of the reeds. The rather small hide wouldnôt have held the whole 
group anyway and it was exposed to the wind, but the large lake was still rich with birds despite the choppy 
surface. Black-necked grebes numbered in hundreds and there was one male red-crested pochard in with the 
common pochards. 
 
The Natural Parkôs visitor centre was ideal for lunch as it had picnic tables, somewhat sheltered from todayôs 
fierce wind, and loos. It also overlooked a scrape over which barn swallows and crag martins were hawking 
for insects and a purple swamp-hen fed.  

                                                           
2
 Bird books traditionally called this species spotted eagle, but the name greater spotted eagle is increasingly used for 

Aquila clanga to avoid confusion with lesser spotted eagle or birds that could be either species. 

Bluethroat on the muddy path and white-headed duck. (CH) 
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In a different direction was a small lagoon on which, alongside some common coots, were two red-knobbed 
coots. The latter were distinctive partly on account of the red knobs on their foreheads but even more so 
because of white collars, put on these introduced birds so that wildfowlers wonôt shoot them. 
 

 

We headed inland into a Wild West style landscape of sandstone towers and cliffs. The hope was to find one 
of the local pair of Bonelliôs eagles. Remarkably it was third time lucky, to turn up and see the hoped for rare 
bird ï but to be fair, skill played a part as both Sue and Julia noticed the distant, pale dot on the cliffs at the 
same time. Again we had excellent telescope views and, better still, the eagle came off the cliff, then soared 
and dived in territorial display before it drifted away and out of sight. 
 
We moved to the built-up coast for our final site for today, the salinas of Santa Pola. Water levels were high on 
this huge area of saltpans and itôs mostly inaccessible ï though thatôs good for keeping the birds free from 
disturbance by people. Happily there was a turn off the busy road through the salinas, adjacent to a restored 
tower that was once part of a chain to keep watch for Arab pirates. The many greater flamingos were to be 
expected. But flamingos werenôt the only species pretty in pink: there was a fine, rosy-coloured slender-billed 
gull on a small lagoon, along with a greenshank and a small flock of little stints. By now the wind was fierce 
and cold and being outside the minibuses was becoming a struggle. We drove along the road that cut through 
the salinas, alongside which there were two groups of slender-billed gulls, one of which was a small party that 
seemed to be following a feeding flamingo to see what was disturbed. We made another short stop where 
avocets were close, but that was enough in the blustery conditions. We made it back by six oôclock, despite 
the minibuses getting separated on the last bit of the route. 
 
Sunday 28 February ï Calpe and Monnegre Gorge 

It was a day of landscape contrasts. Heading south-east on the motorway, it was all wide open spaces, with 
no hint of the developed coast that was dominant once we were at Calpe and looking south from there along 
the Costa Blanca. We parked by another micro-reserve ï for plants, mostly ï within the town of Calpe. It 
looked rather unpromising at first, not so much because of the surroundings but on account of the dry winter 
and the amount of uprooting by wild boars. But actually there was plenty to find, starting with pink mallow-
leaved convolvulus and purple pitch trefoil by the pavement. The short scramble into the reserve wasnôt 
practical for Julia and Pat, so they remained up above and saw lots of birds, unlike the rest of us. Our eyes 
were mostly looking downwards, at flowers such us the dark-centred composite Tolpis barbata, wild gladioli 
and the red houndstongue Cynoglossum cherifolium. By a boardwalk there was a stonking giant orchid in 
perfect condition ï so often they are well past their best on visits to the Mediterranean ï and some groups of 
mirror orchids. The boardwalk led to a viewing area over the old saltpans of Calpe, which though ancient in 
origin now have the appearance of a municipal lake. There were good numbers of flamingos and several 
shelducks in the water, and a peregrine high in the clouds with the yellow-legged gulls. Our first clouded 
yellow butterfly of the holiday zapped past and there were several Langôs short-tailed blues around the bushes 
near the minibuses. 
 
Towering over the tower blocks of Calpe was the large, Gibraltar-like limestone rock of the Parque Natural del 
Penyal DôIfac (where the peregrine nests)

3
. The weather was a little changeable as we climbed the wide path 

to the information centre and loos: one moment you wondered why you had brought a fleece; the next 
moment you wanted two. It was fairly busy with people here on this Sunday lunchtime, such as families out for 
a walk and couples taking selfies. Below the centre we settled on the benches for the picnics that Pau had 
carried manfully up the hill. Being busy didnôt mean there wasnôt plenty of wildlife to note. The local yellow-
legged gulls were plainly accustomed to people; a Mediterranean shag fished out at sea.  

                                                           
3
 Information on a sign said: ñIt was a visual reference for seafarers in bygone days, this amazing limestone rock is  

332 metres high and more than 1 km long, linked to the coast by a detritus isthmus, today it is an icon of the Valencian 
seaboard. Located in Calp, it was declared as a Nature Reserve on 19 January 1981, protecting its 45 hectares. Despite 
being the smallest Natural Reserve of the Valencian Community it is probably the most visited because of its location, its 
peculiar landscape and its historical and environmental values.ò 

Red-knobbed coots and the salinas of Santa Pola. 
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Special local plants included the pink Silene secundiflora, in a big patch on the bank about a wall, its stripy 
calyx tubes a nice feature. Two peas were named after Valencia region: Coronilla valentina, a scorpion-vetch, 
and Hippocrepis valentina, a horseshoe vetch. 
 

After coffee in Calpe in a bar overlooking the flamingo lagoon, we headed farther south and inland to 
Monnegre Gorge. Pau described this well as a moon-like landscape; óbadlandsô is another word that came to 
mind for the barren slopes and abandoned farms and terraced fields. Happily the rain on the journey there 
stopped just after we arrived, but that and the wind put paid to any ideas of more butterflies. Birds were a bit 
thin: our first linnets, a distant blue rock thrush but best of all, for those who didnôt walk so far, a Dartford 
warbler close to the minibuses. Brenda carried a barely alive road casualty Egyptian locust nymph so all could 
see it. There was plenty of botanical interest, such as big bushes or small trees of joint-pine, shrubby 
globularia Globularia alypum, lots of the shrubby kidney-vetch Anthyllis cytisoides, the milk-vetch Astragalus 
hispanicus and the violet-purple crucifer Moricandia arvensis. A rayless composite was a puzzle, and the 
rather scarce Anacyclus valentinus seems to be the best fit.  
 

Before returning to the hotel, we made a short visit to the font salada ï salty font ï after which the hotel is 
named. Itôs a concreted, open air pond where the water is warm year round and that and its saltiness 
encourages therapeutic uses. The fact that our hotel served fine salads, always one of the choices for the 
evening mealôs starters, is an etymological coincidence. 
 
Monday 29 February ï Pego Marshes and Gandía Port 

A very local trip this morning, to Pego Marshes just 15 minutes away from the hotel. There we met Juan and 
another colleague from Pauôs bird ringing group who had erected a mist-net on a path through the reeds. 
Several birds, just caught, were ready to show us. We started with the reserveôs star, a moustached warbler, 
another of which weôd already heard singing. We were able to see and photograph this mostly resident 
warbler (some also come to Pego from the south of France) alongside a sedge warbler, a very early migrant. 
We also saw chiffchaff, blackcap and a fine male penduline tit, and group members took it in turns to release 
these. I think we were all impressed by the volunteer team of Grupo de Anillamiento Pit-Roig, who were the 
recipients of the holidayôs conservation donation (see page 2). 
 
Pego Marshes is a Natural Park run by the local authority, like most nature reserves in Spain. Itôs a mixture of 
reedbeds and paddy fields, the latter varying from completely dry or full of water. Here and there were groups 
of egrets, a few glossy ibises and herons, but if was far from full of birds. At one stop we had good views of 
Audouinôs gulls, and at another there were both pale and dark phase booted eagles along with the usual 
marsh harriers and various plants of disturbed ground.  

Badlands of Monnegre Gorge and Font Salada. 

Contrasting landscapes in Calpe: lagoon with flamingos and the Natural Park of Penyal DôIfac. 
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On the other side of the road that runs through the marsh we stopped for a short walk alongside a 
watercourse and by a reedbed. There were tiny American mosquito fish around a small bridge and much 
larger flathead grey mullets in the main ditch. The leg-stretch was welcome but it was all rather quiet for 
wildlife, at least until the sun came out. Two in the group then saw a blue-tailed damselfly, there were paper 
wasps drinking and a bright yellow and orange Moroccan orange-tip flew past. 
 
We had lunch back at the hotel on what was becoming the sort of warm day you hope to enjoy in Spain. We 
had time to potter back at base, finding a paper wasp creating a ónestô in an outside light and Pau found a 
gecko that shot into a gap in a bench. Several of the group came with me to see green-flowered birthwort 
tucked away in the orange orchard, near which a hummingbird hawkmoth fed from the over-generous supply 
of Bermuda buttercup flowers. 
 
We headed off at three oôclock, drove around Oliva and down to coastal Gandía where we parked behind the 
fishermenôs café on the quay. In the harbour was a large group of gulls, many of which were Audouinôs gulls: 
they peak here at this time of year, Pau explained, before going to the Ebro Delta to nest. There were also 
Mediterranean gulls plus the usual black-headed and yellow-legged gulls, and several Sandwich terns were 
fishing.  
 
It was a gloriously warm walk to the lighthouse at the end of the harbour, with quite a few locals out for a stroll 
plus many fishermen. Close inshore from our perch at the end was the surprise of two razorbills ï or 
razorblades as Maria-José put it ï an unusual species for the Mediterranean. Far out to sea, a fishing boat 
was on its way into port, and that was our main reason for coming: to see the seabirds that would be following 
the boat. About three gannets could be made out with the gulls at that stage, and Pau spotted Balearic 
shearwaters too, but both species had long melted away as the boat got sensibly within sight. A pale phase 
arctic skua hassled gulls for a meal, though this was a distant view, but not so for the dark phase arctic skua 
that left the boat and flew right past us, into the harbourôs mouth then back again, a terrific view. Oddly, there 
were no more fishing boats: Pau was expecting the usual four or five, so after watching a final gannet we 
retraced steps to the minibuses and returned to the hotel. 

 
Pau had lent me an old guitar that after more than a little tuning (on a previous night) was on hand to 
accompany a few songs after dinner. 
 

Watching seabirds at Gandía; a fishing boat comes in, surrounded by gulls. (CH) 

Penduline tit and moustached warbler, ready for release after being ringed. 


